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DATE:         February 22, 2010 
 
TO:           Recycling and Waste Reduction Commission 
 
FROM:      Lisa Rose, County Liaison to the Recycling and Waste Reduction Commission 
 
SUBJECT:    Expanded Polystyrene 
 
 
BACKGROUND 
The Commission asked staff to begin looking into Expanded Polystyrene and provide an overview of the issue, 
a presentation on the impact of a potential ban on EPS packaging at food establishments, what alternatives are 
readily available to retailers and to be sure to involve stakeholders in any discussions. 
 
This issue will be more thoroughly discussed at the March 25 Source Reduction and Recycling (SRR) 
Subcommittee of the TAC.  In the interim, attached is a matrix demonstrating where jurisdictions are with 
regard to expanded polystyrene.  The only City within Santa Clara County to enact an ordinance to date is Palo 
Alto.  Beginning on April 22, 2010, food vendors will be prohibited from providing prepared food in disposable 
food service containers made from expanded polystyrene or non-recyclable plastic.  Food vendors are defined 
as any establishment, located or providing food within the City of Palo Alto, which provides prepared and 
ready-to-consume food or beverages, for public consumption including but not limited to any store, 
supermarket, delicatessen, restaurant, retail food vendor, sales outlet, shop, cafeteria, catering truck or vehicle, 
sidewalk or other outdoor vendor or caterer.  The City of Palo Alto prepared a mitigated negative declaration 
before enacting their ordinance. 
 
While some jurisdictions collect polystyrene in their curbside programs, it is not separated for recycling or 
densification as the market for the end product is just not viable at this time. 
 
The SRR Subcommittee will develop a timeline at their March meeting for moving forward on this issue.  The 
timeline will include ample time for stakeholder meetings and input. Following a conversation with the County 
of Santa Cruz at the Joint TAC meeting held on February 11, there may be opportunity to develop a draft model 
ordinance based on their experiences, should the Commission decide to move forward with an ordinance of 
some sort. 
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Expanded Polystyrene Matrix by City 

Last Updated 2/12/2010 

  
City/Town Comments Position 
Campbell  The West Valley cities of Campbell, Los Gatos, Monte Sereno and Saratoga have discussed this 

recently, but are not pursuing anything at the moment. 
 Polystyrene is accepted in curbside program and then thrown away at the processing center.  

Wait and See 

Cupertino  Cupertino staff have discussed expanded polystyrene recently, but have not made any decisions on 
how to implement any actions at the moment.   

 Cupertino’s hauler still accepts plastics #1-7 in curbside program and will continue to do so until 
the City’s new franchise agreement is implemented starting 11/1/10, at which point polystyrene 
will not be accepted as a recyclable material.  Currently residents are told to place PS blocks in a 
clear plastic bag and set next to recycling bin. No “PEANUTS” are collected curbside. 

 

Gilroy  Polystyrene is accepted in curbside program and then thrown away at the processing center.   
Los Altos Residents are to place blocks in clear plastic bag and set next to recycling bin. NO “PEANUTS” collected 

curbside. 
 

Los Altos Hills Residents are to place blocks in clear plastic bag and set next to recycling bin. NO “PEANUTS” collected 
curbside. 

 

Los Gatos  The West Valley cities of Campbell, Los Gatos, Monte Sereno and Saratoga have discussed 
addressing expanded polystyrene recently, but are not pursuing anything at the moment.   

 Accepts plastics #1-7 in curbside program. 

Wait and See 

Milpitas  Curbside program accepts: plastic containers #1-7; white plastic grocery bags.  Polystyrene in foam 
blocks, food containers and packaging peanuts not accepted. 

 Recycling & Source Reduction Advisory Commission evaluating single-use bags and polystyrene 
issues for a future recommendation to Milpitas City Council. 

 

Monte Sereno  The West Valley cities of Campbell, Los Gatos, Monte Sereno and Saratoga have discussed this 
recently, but are not pursuing anything at the moment. 

 Polystyrene is accepted in curbside program and then thrown away at the processing center.  

Wait and See 

Morgan Hill Polystyrene is accepted in curbside program and then thrown away at the processing center.  
Mountain View  The Mountain View City Council adopted an Environmental Sustainability Action Plan in March 

2009.  One of the items in FY 10-11 is “Participate in Regional Efforts to Ban Polystyrene Take-
Out Food Containers”.   

 Foam blocks, food foam and packing peanuts are not accepted in Mountain View’s curbside 
program. 

 

Palo Alto  On May 11, 2009, Palo Alto's City Council adopted an ordinance to restrict food vendors from 
providing prepared food in disposable food service containers made from expanded polystyrene or 
non-recyclable plastic.  The ordinance will go into effect Earth Day 2010 (April 22, 2010).  The 

Ban will go into 
effect on April 

22, 2010 
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Expanded Polystyrene Matrix by City 
ordinance is primarily intended to reduce the negative environmental impacts of expanded 
polystyrene food service containers, which become a very persistent and mobile source of litter to 
local creeks and marine ecosystems when improperly disposed. 

Last Updated 2/12/2010 

 Palo Alto does not accept foam packaging, blocks or peanuts in their curbside program. 
San Jose  In October 2009, City Council approved a ban on expanded polystyrene (EPS) food containers at 

all Special Events on City property over 1,000 attendees per day beginning in 2010.   
 On February 3, 2010 the Rules Committee added polystyrene foam to the workplan for the 

Transportation and Environment Committee and scheduled our status report for their May 3, 2010 
meeting.   

 Currently, residents are instructed to place EPS blocks and peanuts in a clear plastic bag and place 
in their recycling cart.  Staff understands from the MRF operators that most of this EPS collected 
from residents is too contaminated for recycling and ends up landfilled.   

 In October 2008, Council approved joining the City’s Keep It Clean! Partnership, which requires 
the City to develop a strategy for local food establishments to dramatically reduce the use of non-
biodegradable/non-compostable take out food containers through ban or fee programs. 

 

Santa Clara  City of Santa Clara is not doing anything to address polystyrene food packaging at this time.  
 Packing blocks (NO peanuts), egg cartons, and rinsed take-out food containers. Place in 32-gallon 

clear plastic bag and set next to gray bin. 

 

Saratoga  The West Valley cities of Campbell, Los Gatos, Monte Sereno and Saratoga have discussed this 
recently, but are not pursuing anything at the moment. 

 Polystyrene is accepted in curbside program and then thrown away at the processing center.  

 

Sunnyvale  At the January 29 Council Study Workshop, two Councilmembers (Chu and Griffith) initiated a 
Study Issue on the topic, "Banning Use of Expanded Polystyrene Foam Containers." In January 
2011, this study issue will be ranked for study in calendar year 2011. 

 Sunnyvale does not accept polystyrene in their curbside program 

 

Unincorporated 
County 

 County of Santa Clara is not doing anything to address polystyrene food packaging at this time.   
 Expanded polystyrene is collected curbside in the unincorporated areas (bagged separately) but is 

not recycled as there is little to no market for it. 

 
 

West Valley Cities  The West Valley cities of Campbell, Los Gatos, Monte Sereno and Saratoga have discussed this 
recently, but are not pursuing anything at the moment. 

 Polystyrene is accepted in curbside program and then thrown away at the processing center.  

Wait and See 
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